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SECURING PARTICIPATION OF SCHOOLS

FOR AN IN-DEPTH OBSERVATIONAL STUDY

July 1990

John Easton, Cheryl Johnson, and Jesse Qualls made the preparation, contacts and requests to
schools to participate in an in-depth study as described in this paper. Darryl Ford used their
field notes and a brief overview prepared earlier to write this reporn.
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Monitoring Project Overview
And Introduction

The Chicago Panel on Public School Policy and Finance is embarking on an
ambitious five year project to monitor and conduct research on the implementation of the
Chicago School Reform Act. The initial focus of the monitoring projec. is on the
composition and operation of the Local School Councils (LSCs), the developmient of school
based management (SBM) and increased local governznce, expansion of leadership roles
in the schools, and the development of the school improvement plans. During subsequent
years of this study, the emphasis will shift from governance to implementation issues,
including the implementation of any new instructional practices. During the final years of
the project, the emphasis will be on documenting improvements in the schools. This paper
reports on the first phase of the monitoring project. In particular, it describes the process
of inviting schools to participate in this study and suggests what we may attend to closely as
we conduct our research.

Our plan for Monitoring School Reform in Chicago calls for intensive study of sixteen
schools. Using a random sample stratified by race and region, we identified 48 schools as
possible participants—three sets of sixteen schools meeting the sampling requirements. We
first approached schools by phone and set up appointments to meet with the principal. Two
Panel staff members met with the principal (and in many instances, the LSC chairperson)
to discuss our study. One staff member subsequently remained in contact with each school,
attempting to secure its participation.

Specifically, we explained that in order to conduct this monitoring and research
project, we wanted to conduct interviews with the principal, selected teachers, staff, parents,
and students; and observe all Local School Council meetings, and some faculty meetings,
Professional Personnel Advisory Committee (PPAC) meetings, and other school events.
Given the extensive nature of our monitoring plan, LSC members had much to consider
when deciding whether to participate.

By March of 1990, after discussing this study with eighteen schools, a total of twelve
schools had formally agreed to participate. At that time we decided to concentrate our
efforts on studying these twelve instead of continuing to spend time on securing the
participation of additional schools. (We are also attending the LSC meetings at one other
clementary school that we have yet to ask to participate. We will ask this school and three
others to participate in September of 1990 when we increase our sample to 16 schools.) The
twelve schools that agreed to participate include eight zlementary and four high schools.
Three other schools officially voted not to participate and three remain undecided.
Although the process of securing schools' participation proved more difficult than
anticipated, much can be learned from it especially when the process is considered in light
of the literature on school based management. Consequently, we will make references to
this body of work as information on our securing participation is presented.




Findings

Literature on school based management emphasizes that this form of governance is
a process which takes time to implement successfully (David 1989), and cautions that
districts adopting this form of governance cannot expect to make major improvements in a
short period of time. Consistent with this, we found the process of requesting schools to
cooperate took more time, effort, and a higher degree of involvement than we had
anticipated. Most schools required two to three months to decide whether or not they
wanted to be included in the study, and for many of the LSCs, this was their first major, and
sometimes controversial, decision.

We generally found that parent and community LSC members were more apt to want
to participate in our study than were principals and teachers. Even with the general
of parents and community members, securing a school's participation was often a
process. On average, we visited each school four to six times between December 1989 and
?&ﬂrch 1990. A typical sequence of the process involved in securing a school's participation
ollows:

-December $, 1989. John Easton (JE) and Jesse Qualls (JQ) met with the principal
of School A to explain our study and request permission to make a presentation to
the LSC. The principai was receptive, because of a positive reaction to a
previous Panel study, and endorsed the idea of a presentation to the council.

-January 10, 1990. JQ presented our request to the LSC. He explained the study
verbally and distributed written material about it and the Panel's other monitoring
projects. Although the LSC seemed prepared to vote in favor of participating in the
study at this meeting, they decided to table the request until the PPAC had been
informed of and voted on the study. They took this action after one of the teacher
members of the LSC raised several questions.

-January 17, 1990. JE and JQ attended a PPAC meeting that included the entire
faculty. JE presented the study to a wary group concerned about possible intrusions
from outsiders. After the meeting, a teacher leader discussed the negative reactions
and suggested that we attend a second PPAC meeting.

-February 2, 1990. JQ returned to the PPAC. After the PPAC vented a great deal
of frustration with school reform (primarily related to the low representation of
teachers on the LSC), it voted to support the Panel's proposal.

-February 7, 1990. The Local School Council unanimously voted to participate in our
study.

Although this represents a typical sequence, we also encountered the extremes. In one
school, we met with the principal in the morning and secured council agreement to
participat.e that evening. In another school, we made seven visits and presentations before

finally gaining approval.
The above sequence is also helpful because it identifies issues which seemed to be

of key importance in our semnng participation of schools. For example, the principal in
the above sequence greeted us favorably and endorsed the idea of us making a formal
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presentation to the Local School Council. Generally, where the principal was supportive
of his/her school participating in the study, we secured formal consent from tize council.
Specifically, in seven out of the twelve schools which agreed to participate, the principals

interest in our work and were willing to be included. In one school, the principal
stated that she felt comfortable with our presentation, that she preferred to present our
information to the council herself, and that she was confident that she could persuade the
LSC to participate. Similarly, the principal in another school readily agreed to have the
school participate in our study, stating, "The LSC is meeting tonight. 11l explain the study
and they [LSC members] will approve it." The Local School Council unanimously voted to
participate. ’

By contrast, the schools in which principals did not express an interest were less likely
to parti . In one school, the LSC and its chair seemed receptive to participating in the
study; however, because the principal was hesitant, the council voted against participation.
The LSC chair explained, "I think the school should participate in the study, but the
principal does not want to because she has a policy that does not allow classroom
observations." Continuing, the chair stated, "I don't agree with the principal's closed
classroom policy, but she has a lot of other good programs at the school.”" In only one
school did we find a council who voted to participate even though the principal was
reluctant about the study.

This finding--that schools with principals supportive of our study were more likely to
participate while those with principals who were not supportive were less likely to
participate—is also consistent with literature on school based management. In order for
school based management to be implemented successfully, this form of governance must
have sources of advocacy, especially from the principal's office. Lindquest and Mauriel
(1989) show the importance of the principal in their study of school based management.
In one school district that they studied, they found that it was the principal who decided
whether or not the site council would play an advisory or decision making role in the school.
Similarly, in a study of site-based governance in Salt Lake City, Utah, Malen and Ogawa
(1988) have shown that the principal wields considerable power in decision making. When
site councils needed to make decisions, it was most often the professionals (the principals
and teachers) and not the parents and community members who decided. (This may be the
result of the selection process for Salt Lake's parent members on the councils. These
members were often selected to serve by principals and other leaders from within the
schools; this may have contributed to their assuming an advisory role.) Furthermore, when
the professionals needed to make a decision, it was most often the principal who decided
and not the teachers; interestingly, teachers only made decisions when they were dumped
on them by the principal. Principals in Salt Lake City were able to influence decisions.
This is consistent with our finding that it was easier to gain participation of schools where
the principal was supportive of our work and exerted his/her influence on the LSC.

The above sequence of securing participation is also helpful because it identifies one
of the concerns most often expressed by principals and LSCs about participating in our
work: concerns over classroom observations. Many experts have suggested that the Chicago
School Reform Act must have an impact on classroom practices if the achievement related
goals are to be met. Because of this, the Panel will look at the effects of school reform on
classroom instruction as part of our observational study. In particular, we are interested in
questions like "How does school reform affect classroom instruction?” and "How do new
teaching techniques influence student achievement and attitude?" In order to address these
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types of questions, we intend to observe teachers and students in their classrooms. As
stated, this intent posed some problems.

Principals and teachers expressed their concerns over the classroom observational
component of our study in several ways and indicated that they felt classroom observations
would be intrusive. Principals and teachers were concerned about the monitoring project
interfering with the real mission of schools: the teaching of childrez. As mentioned above,
one principal enforced a closed classroom policy; in another school, twenty of the thirty
faculty members initially voted against participating in the study because they felt that it
would disrupt school activities; in still another school, several teachers expressed concern
over the Panel entering to observe them in their classes. (It was later reported to us that the
faculty of this last school voted twenty to twelve against participating because of its concern
over being observed.)

Principals and LSC members expressed many other concerns. Council members in
several schools wanted to know how their particular school would benefit from participating
in the Monitoring Project. One of these schools asked, "Would the Chicago
Panel help in developing programs for the school?” members at another school
questioned what type of assistance the Panel would provide ir return for their participation.
In yet another school, the LSC chair asked if the Panel could provide any training for the
council and whether or not the students could participate in the study in any way. Al
our pat response to those asking what they might get in return was only that we could offer
technical assistance in evaluating the school's program, no schools seemed to be against
participating solely because we could offer little in return.

LSC members and principals were also wary about additional paperwork which might
result if their school participated. Others were initially disturbed over the Monitoring
Project lasting for five years (this concern was alleviated after we explained that we would
only seek a one year commitment that would be subject to renewal each subsequent year
by both the school and the Panel). Still in ancther school, the principal reported to us that
the LSC had decided not to participate because it was "suspicious” of outside o ions.
(We later learned that this school's LSC had not actually made a decision about
participating and that the principal just reported to us that the school would not participate.)
Finally, faculty members in one school expressed concerns over our finding and reporting
information that did not seem to be directly relatcd to school reform issues. As the
principal explained: "Teachers are concerned whether or not reports would include other
findings that were not included in the initial study.” With the exception of the "suspicious"
school, these concerns were expressed more as passing comments than as real stumbling
blocks; however, they were real to some LSC members and principals.

In addition to the concerns over participating expressed by LSC members and
teachers, other interesting findings related to school reform emerged during our attempts
to secure participation. For example, in one school which voted against participating,
teachers were vehemently against participating in our project. This became apparent during
one of our formal presentations at that school when a teacher began to complain that
teachers had been "shut out" of the school reform process. This teacher asked the presenter,
John Easton, what the Panel would do if the teachers were opposed to the study but the
council voted to participate. When John stated that the Panel would go ahead with the
studyh,ethe teacher became angry and stated thui this was proof that no one respected
teachers.




Similarly, teachers in another school expressed their dissatisfartion with
reform. At this school, we made a formal presentation to an unenthusiastic ty
aPPACmeenng.Attheinvnmionofateacherreprueruﬁveonthelsc. mldea
second presentation to the school’s PPAC. this presentation, the members of the
PPAC vented their frustrations over school They explained their sense of
powerlessness because of their opinion that teachers are under-represented on the Local
School Council. Furthermore, they did not like the council being composed of people who
in their view were least equipped to make crucial decisions. Ironically, after venting these
frustrations, PPAC members voted overwhelmingly to support our study. Interestingly, the
Local School Council in this school was initially supportive of our study, but would not vote
wpammnnﬁlaﬁerthePPAChadbeeninfotmedofdewdmthe%Aheﬂhe
PPACvotedtosup&: the study, the LSC voted
that in this school, opmxonofthe‘profemomlsnthePPAC—amedwught.mthhe
parent and community representatives on the council respected the opinion of the faculty.

Anotherﬁndmgoecurredmaschoolwhnchvotedtoparua?memthemdymn
though the faculty did not seem eager. In an initial LSC wute.

participating, four abstained from voting, and one member voted against The
one vote against was cast by a teacher member of the LSC who stated he had to vote
according to his constituents, the majority of whom were against participating for all the
familiar reasons. This identifies an issue that recurs in all governing bodies—-whether or not
elected representatives are obliged to vote as their constituents would want or to vote their
conscience. This matter may in fact not be resolved for Local School Councils.

Es
i

 Still another interesti ting finding from our attempts to secure participation comes from
a principal who believes that school reform has actually reduced parental participation in
her school-contrary to a primary intent of reform and school based management. This
principal explained that she favored the concept of school reform, but that the development
of Local School Councils has reduced the amount of parental involvement with the school
because many of the parents who were previously active in school programs were not
eligible to run for council positions due to the fact that they were employed nmebythe
Board of Education. Consequently, those who were most active in the life of the school
could not run for LSC positions without giving up their part-time jobs and no new
opportunities were created for them to participate.

Furthermore, this same principal thought that parents would not be able to fully
participate in school reform because of the needed amount of time that completing school
improvement plans would require. She stated that time constraints would hinder parental
participation. This principal's concerns are consistent with the literature on school based
management which acknowledges that this form of governance does requires a great time
investment.

We also learned that Local School Councils have been required to make many
decisions in a short amount of time. Such demands on councils have resulted in confusion
at times. For example, in one school Cheryl Johnson expected the couacil to make a
decision about participating in our project, but our study was not an agenda item and was
not discussed during the meeting. After the meeting, Johnson the LSC secretary
whether the council decided to participate; she responded that a special meeting would have
to be called to make that decision. Johnson then asked thh:dpnnapa.l about the school
making a decision. The principal responded that the school had already voted to be a part
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of our study and that a letter stating this had just been mailed to the Panel. The secretary
then apologized to Johnson and said she just did not remember the decision having been
made. Similarly, the Local School Council chairperson added: "There are so many things
going on, I forgot too."

One final point is worth rnentioning. An LSC chair at one of the schools whick
eventually decided not to participate reacted strongly after noticing the names of one of our
member organizations. (The Chicago Panel is a coalition of twenty civic groups.) She and
the school principal explained that they had past dealings with this member organization and
did not like its tactics. It soon became evident to John Easton, the Panel's presenter, that
this LSC chair would not support our study.

The process of securing schools' participation for our In-Depth Observational Study
has been useful in identifying issues which we may want to attend to closely as we conduct
our research. As illustrated, key actors on the councils (the principal, the LSC chair, and
teachers, for le) play influential roles; we may wish to monitor these le and their
contributions carefully. Further, we will need to watch the development of the roles of the
parent and community members on the council. We may also want to pay careful attention
to the teacher members on the council given their feelings of powerlessness and under-
representation. Finally, we might note whether some councils are able to make decisions
in a more efficient manner than others and try to identify why this is the case. Of course,
there is a myriad of things to be cognizant of as we conduct our research; however, the
process of securing schools' participation has provided us with some clues about what is
going on in the carly stages of Chicago School Reform and what we might look for as our
research proceeds.
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